Dear faithful colleagues,
While attending a conference about undergraduate research, one of the presenters mentioned an essay by Martin Schwartz entitled "The Importance of Stupidity in Scientific Research." Curious, I went looking for the article, which I found in the Journal of Cell Science. Believe me, this was my first (and last) foray into this publication. Although my "stupidity" was immediately evident, the article didn't disappoint.
In fact, its fundamental message has stayed with me for years now. Its thesis begins simply: asking big questions and trying to solve daunting problems-and not getting them right-can make one feel stupid. This made sense to me, although I had never fully considered the implications of this reality. But Schwartz argued that feeling stupid, when rightly placed, is actually a good thing (this seemed stupid to me). Schwartz says we should do a better job teaching ourselves to be "productively stupid." Schwartz put it this way: "One of the beautiful things about science is that it allows us to bumble along, getting it wrong time after time, and feel perfectly fine as long as we learn EDITOR'S Two Steps Forward… something each time." It's recognizing the learning in failure that can be hard to embrace.
In so many ways, I found Schwartz ' s ideas about productive stupidity in science germane to our work because we know that we all learn from failure. But we don ' t like it. That ' s why when we say the phrase, "two steps forward, one step backward," we ' re typically saying we have to endure the setbacks in order to gain ground. Since it ' s the net gain we ' re after, it ' s easy to dismiss the learning that comes from any backward movement, as Schwartz suggests. When we really only value the forward steps, our failures and feelings of stupidity (for ourselves and our institutions) can be immobilizing. Too many steps backward, and we abandon the cause. So let's parse this "two steps forward, one step back" idea a bit. First, progress is worthy of acknowledgement. Second, there's even progress in the step backward. In every failed experiment or ineffective policy, there is data to be used in the next phase of the newly informed experiment.
In this edition of About Campus, we're raising the challenges of equality in the Academy with particular attention to the perspectives of women traversing or aspiring to leadership roles in a system still lead largely by men. It's important we recognize our steps forward and backward. It's true the steps in reverse are heavy with discouragement, but they are also rich with data to inform our next steps forward if we will value them enough to pay attention. Perhaps its time to head back into the laboratory and find potential in the beauty of productive stupidity. Our work of creating a more just and humane world remains our highest calling. As our colleague Martin Schwartz admonishes, "The more comfortable we become with being stupid, the deeper we will wade into the unknown and the more likely we are to make big discoveries."
